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About 
The Community Aspirations Program in Education (CAP-ED) was started by CQUniversity’s 
Office of Indigenous Engagement in 2013. CAP-ED’s aim was to focus on building aspirations 
through small manageable learning projects, and to increase Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students’ participation in higher education.   
Initially the scope of the project was to develop and deliver an accredited certificate-level 
program to help Indigenous students transition into tertiary education by a) improving pathways 
and b) addressing their current knowledge gaps.  
However, the initial investigatory process and community consultation found that a more 
localised, targeted and intimate approach would work more effectively. In addition, a free or 
affordable certificate course that would meet community needs was beyond the financial scope 
of the project. From here, the Office of Indigenous Engagement began to explore other 
possibilities.   
Engaging With Communities 
From the start of the engagement process, the project team aimed to establish a two-way 
communication process with relevant individuals and communities. The team was interested in 
seeking stakeholder views on what might work best, rather than just ‘telling’ them what was going 
to happen. This early phase was important as it enabled the team to develop solid relationships 
and a shared understanding of what was needed in each community.  Stakeholders participated 
in identifying roles and cultural protocols and making decisions about what activities were most 
suitable for their community. This two-way process enabled the project team to achieve 
community buy-in around the program design and delivery, and also helped them to understand 
the unique strengths and needs of each community. 
The project team worked from the viewpoint that local knowledge plays an important role in 
keeping people and places together, and in co-creating new forms of togetherness.  This created 
an understanding of how attitudes, cultural protocols and ways of sharing information and issues 
varied from community to community. 
A key principle of the project team’s practice was to build on what communities currently do, 
rather than imposing an external way of undertaking this process.  The project team embedded 
Indigenous culture within the program and took an approach of working ‘with’ and not ‘for the’ 
communities. What resulted was a short achievable five-week course (workshop mode) called 
CQU and Me. In addition, communities said they wanted a series of information events with 
guest speakers who would share stories of success and create networking opportunities for 
participants. 
How Was CAP-ED Implemented? 
The CAP-ED program was designed to build capacity and inspire Indigenous people to:  
• become role models for family members; 
• gain respect from the Indigenous community; 
• take steps to build a better future and career pathway; 
• reconnect with Indigenous culture; and 
• transition into enabling programs or undergraduate studies.  
 
Each session focused on identity, culture, aspirations and a ‘can do’ approach to help 
participants to discover that they had the potential to participate in higher education. Each 
session built in flexibility to reflect the needs of participants and presenters. 
Participants also visited a CQUniversity campus to experience student life. They visited 
classrooms and a mock-hospital ward, sat at a student desk, took a tour of the library, and 
sometimes even bought a book at the bookshop. Participants also met with Indigenous 
graduates who were working in their chosen career within their community. This affirmed the 
professional and community role of these graduates and in some cases a realisation of what they 
had achieved.  Sessions included a networking luncheon for working Indigenous people to learn 
about studying at university and to encourage university aspiration. Two keynote speakers with 
links to the local community were engaged at each networking luncheon to share their 
experiences and discuss the benefits of tertiary education.  
Evidence of Impact 
CAP-ED has offered the Office of Indigenous Engagement a deeper connection to the 
communities in the CQUniversity footprint and enabled the university to be more responsive to 
community needs. There were 25 partnerships established with community organisations, 
service providers, and government departments during the project.  
At the end of the program, participants could identify the pathway they needed to take to reach 
their education and career goals. The project team found that there were a high percentage of 
community members who had not completed Year 10 and therefore needed support and further 
education to improve their numeracy, literacy and/or computer skills before they would be eligible 
to enrol in undergraduate programs. The CAP-ED team have been investigating other options to 
assist these participants improve their skills.  
Of the 221 participants, 13 are progressing towards completing CQUniversity’s Tertiary Entry 
Program (TEP). Once they have completed TEP, students may either enrol in an undergraduate 
degree program with CQUniversity or at another university. One person has been readmitted to 
university and numerous people have enquired about studying at university. One of the main 
aims of the project was to plant the seed that study at university is possible.  The project team 
expect that outcomes will take time to be realised with some participants enrolling at university at 
a later date when their circumstances are favourable. 
Lessons 
Through this project, the project team discovered that to build trust and gain support for the 
program, first they had to build and sustain relationships with community members and service 
providers over the long-term. For example, initially the community members and service 
providers were hesitant to engage with project officers. Community engagement became easier 
when CQUniversity employed Indigenous staff with connections and local knowledge. This also 
helped to foster a more open dialogue between the communities and CQUniversity. Another vital 
link for participants was connecting with the Elders and Traditional Owners of each community. 
Conclusion 
CAP-ED has demonstrated CQUniversity’s commitment to Indigenous communities and has 
created learning opportunities that build on the strengths and capacity of these communities.  In 
addition, it has provided Indigenous Australians in the region with a pathway to university 
education that was not available before this program was developed.  The project team expects 
this will lead to an improvement in the educational outcomes for participants long after they have 
finished the program. 
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